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THE JORDAN RIVER BETWEEN THE SEAS. 1 



By Rev. J. L. Leeper, D.D., 
Chicago. 



That the Jordan river maintains its identity as a stream, not 
mingling with the waters of the lake as it flows twelve miles 
through the Sea of Galilee, is a fable. It is soon lost in 
that body of water and issues anew from the exit at the 
southern end. At the debouchure it sweeps around a tongue of 
land to the right, and then turns southward. On this point was 
situated the city of Tarichaea, described by Josephus, but not 
mentioned in biblical history. A moat was cut from the lake to 
the river, thus surrounding by water the land on which the city 
stood. This city was attacked by the Roman navy under Ves- 
pasian and Titus. Thirty thousand of its inhabitants were sold 
into slavery, or distributed to amphitheaters for gladiatorial 
sports ; and six thousand of the young men were put to work 
upon the canal, then projected across the isthmus of Corinth, 
but not completed until our own day. 

The colossal ditch which the lower Jordan traverses is called 
the Ghor. The cleft is a most remarkable freak of nature, hav- 
ing no counterpart elsewhere. The breakdown of the immense 
chasm commences immediately north of the Sea of Galilee. 
South of that body of water it is a long narrow valley hedged 
in by mountains from eight hundred to fifteen hundred feet 
high upon the west, and two thousand feet high upon the east. 
At Beth-shean and north of Jericho the valley expands into a 
plain having a width of from eight to fourteen miles. At other 
points the approaching mountains seem almost to impinge. 
The great outflow of lava, familiar to every traveler in the 
region east and north of the Sea of Galilee, indicates volcanic 
disturbances which would account for the collapse. 

1 Illustrated with photographs by the author. 
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The floor of the chasm exhibits the features of an old sea 
bottom. Conder supposes that the Red Sea once extended to 
the base of Mount Hermon, but that later occurred the upheaval 
of the watershed of Arabah, south of the Dead Sea, having an 
elevation of two hundred feet, which cut off a vast inland sea. 
Others suppose that this watershed is a continental divide, and 




THE JORDAN RIVER AS IT LEAVES THE SEA OF GALILEE. 

that the great inland lake of the Jordan valley was due, not to 
its connection with the Red Sea, but to the large rainfall of the 
glacial epoch. As the process of evaporation went on, the 
shore line of this shut-in body of water lowered. Along the 
northwest shore of the Dead Sea are successive shelves which 
have been recognized as former shores. These occur at thirty, 
and again at one hundred, feet above the present high water 
mark. Similar terraces have been observed north of Jericho 
and at Beth-shean. There can be little doubt that in these 
we see beaches of the former lake. Later still there would be 
a chain of great lakes connected by a river. Three of these — 
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Huleh, Galilee, and the Dead Sea — remain. The dry beds of 
others may be seen in the plains of Beth-shean and Jericho. 

Through a groove, cut by nature in this old sea bottom, the 
river pursues a tortuous course. The Jordan is the most crooked 
river in the world, its windings reducing its fall to six feet in 
the mile. The frontispiece of this number, a picture taken some 
distance below the Sea of Galilee, presents this characteristic. 
So tortuous was the course of the river that, at the close of the 
second day after leaving Tiberias, the party of Lieutenant 
Lynch was only twelve miles distant in a straight line from the 
Sea of Galilee. In traversing the direct distance of sixty-six 
miles from the lake to the Dead Sea, it flows, on account of its 
many windings, two hundred miles. In the plain through which 
it flows, the river has cut for itself a still lower plain, about 
fifty or one hundred feet deep, and from a quarter of a mile to 
a mile in width. In this lower plain, which it inundates only in 
the rainy season, the river, one hundred feet or more wide, 
winds its way. It thus has two sets of banks — its lower, or 
ordinary, banks, and its upper, or secondary banks, which con- 
fine it at its overflow. Usually the stream varies in depth from 
three to twelve feet, but at high-water it is from ten to seven- 
teen feet in depth. The water is clear where it leaves the lake, 
but is turned to a coffee color by mixing with the soil, which is 
stirred up by its rapid current. At one time it is a placid 
streamlet, softly laving the white-fringed clusters of the aspho- 
del and the long, blooming tresses of the willow and the olean- 
der ; and, at another time, a mountain torrent, bounding, foam- 
ing, and tossing over the rocky bed. Here it maneuvers slowly 
over the rich, alluvial plain, and there again dashes swiftly 
between precipitous banks from fifteen to thirty feet high. 
Stranger creatures than wild beasts find lodging here. At one 
place I noticed from my boat a small, port-hole-like entrance in 
the solid sandstone, over twenty feet above the water. It was 
reached with difficulty by some notches cut in the rock, and 
was the home of a hermit. 

The placid Jordan, as seen by the tourist opposite Jericho, is 
not its characteristic flow. It fully merits its derivative mean- 



THE JORDAN RIVER BETWEEN THE SEAS 



425 




o 

w 

u 

5 

w 

■— » 

w 
> 
o 

PQ 



§ 

O 

■— » 

w 
w 

H 
P< 

o 

Q 

2 

PQ 

m 

Q 

o 



426 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

ing, " Descender." Numerous rapids and cataracts obstruct its 
navigation, some of which have a fall of from ten to fifteen 
feet. At its entrance into the Dead Sea it is thirteen hundred 
feet lower than its fountain-head at the foot of Mount Hermon. 
The American exploration party ( 1848), under the command of 
Lieutenant Lynch, are the only persons who have successfully 
navigated the entire lower Jordan. It is true that Lieutenant 
Molyneux, of the English navy, passed down the river the 
previous year ; but, the river not being in flood as in the former 
case, his boats had often to be carried. Besides, because of his 
notes being in cipher and his untimely death, resulting from 
exposure, the results of his observations were never imparted to 
the world. In passing these rapids Lieutenant Lynch's party 
sometimes lowered the boats by ropes. Again they made the 
leap boldly, trusting to fortune and the skilful hand that guided 
them ; at other times they sprang overboard and clung to the 
sides of the boat to steady it in the descent. A member of the 
party, in giving the account of the passage of one of these 
rapids, says : 

Presently we came near to the ruins of a bridge in the immediate 
vicinity of which was a steaming rapid and a steep and dangerous fall. Over 
this we had to pass somehow or other ; there was no circumnavigating it ; the 
fall was there, and we must dash over it at all hazard. We thought it right, 
however, first of all, to unload the boats on the banks, and then, "neck or 
nothing," firmly brave the danger; the word "Ready!" was given — every 
precaution was taken — and with a thrilling interest the undaunted "Yankee 
boys" guided the copper boat — for she took the lead — into the stream; 
and away they went, dashing ahead, all hands ready to jump overboard if 
she should strike the rocks and come "broadside on" to the edge of the fall, 
and so slew round and capsize. But, despite all their forethought and skill, 
"she struck," and slewed round with all hands in her, and dash she went 
into the midst of the fall. At this dangerous moment the little gig (the boat 
purchased at Tiberias) came over the rapid, jumping like a parched pea, 
and, dashing at us, struck our boat "amidships," threatening to break us in 
two. We fortunately received no injury, but the poor little gig was broken 
to pieces. Then the iron boat dashed into the midst of the stream, and 
leaped the dangerous fall without sustaining any damage. 

In autumn there are numerous fords, at which, in Bible times, 
the river seems to have been crossed (1 Sam. 13:7; 2 Sam. 
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10:17). But David and Barzillai were conveyed across it in a 
ferry boat. In later days bridges were built, several of which, as 
early as Roman times, are marked by scanty ruins. There are 
four principal fords, and one modern bridge Which spans the 
lower Jordan. The Damieh ford is at the mouth of the Jabbok, 
and the ford of Abarah just north of and beneath Beth-shean. 




THE PLATN OF THE JORDAN AT JERICHO. 

This latter is identified by Conder as Bethabara. This is where 
the men of Jabesh-gilead crossed to recover the bodies of Saul 
and his sons. Just north of where the river enters the Dead Sea 
is the ford of the pilgrims. Just north of the mouth of the 
Yarmuk is a ferry. 

The mountains toward the west rise abruptly from the plain in 
naked pyramidal crags, each scar and fissure as plainly distinct 
as if it were within reach, and yet miles away; the laminations of 
their strata resemble the leaves of some gigantic volume, wherein 
is written, by the hand of the divine scribe, the history of the 
changes time has wrought. The floor of the valley presents a 



428 THE BIBLICAL WORLD 

wild and checkered tract, with spots of vegetation flourishing 
upon the frontiers of irreclaimable sterility. The soil in the 
valley is a rich, dark loam, interrupted by stretches of sand, clay, 
and salty marl, the debris of an old sea bed. With the exception 
of these poison spots, it is capable of great productivity wherever 
brought into touch with water. I remember with vividness 
sauntering along a brook, whose banks were covered with flowers, 
plants, and shrubs in great profusion. The oleander and tamerisk 
waved overhead, while near by were stretches of barley and 
millet. But beyond the stimulus of the water the ground was 
quickly changed into a desert covered with a growth of thorny 
nubk. The Jordan itself probably flows on too low a level to be 
useful for irrigation, but there are affluents which might be so 
used ; and that they were so used the remains of aqueducts, 
especially in the region of Jericho, attest. This plain of Jericho 
must have been other than it now is — a waste, howling wilder- 
ness — when the infatuated Antony bestowed it as a love token 
upon Cleopatra. 

A most exuberant growth of jungle marks the river through- 
out its whole course. This jungle at Dan was declared by the 
explorer, McGregor, to be impenetrable by man or beast. Know- 
ing that it is the lair of the wild boar, leopard, panther, and other 
beasts, it was with some hesitancy that I accepted the challenge. 
At several points I made the attempt, but without success. I 
tried it along the river's margin, but the growth was so close to 
the water's edge as to render progress impossible. Finally, with 
the aid of a Bedouin's nabooty, a club studded with nails and 
carried in that region, I demonstrated that McGregor was right. 
It could not be penetrated. Its density compelled me often to 
walk over as well as through the tangled brush, but in this way I 
succeeded in reaching the inmost depths, and stood by the 
boiling fountain. 

At a recent visit I regretted to find much of the jungle at that 
point cut away. Along the lower Jordan this growth occupies 
the upper bed of the river, which is inundated at the overflow. 
Saving a few open spaces, where the river may be approached, 
this is packed with a most luxuriant growth of willows, oleanders, 



THE JORDAN RIVER BETWEEN THE SEAS 



429 



tamerisks, and other semi-tropical plants ; the more impenetrable 
because of the slimy bottom and driftwood that is lodged within 
it. The stream itself is often quite hidden by this dense thicket, 
and as one speeds down its current his pathway is cheered with 
songs of birds and its own clear voice of gushing minstrelsy. 
The curves and twists of this bright line of verdure, viewed from 




THE JUNGLE ALONG THE JORDAN BANKS. 

the highlands, appear like the contortions of an enormous green 
serpent. Its great extent is better realized, I think, when seen 
from not too great a distance from the heights of Moab. This 
jungle is the characteristic mark referred to by the prophets 
(Jer. 12: 5 ; 49: 19; 50:44). In the old version it is translated 
" swelling," and was thought to refer to the annual overflow; 
but in the new version it is more correctly translated "pride"; 
and when we keep in mind that this jungle was once a covert for 
the lion and the bear, as well as the beasts already mentioned, 
which now inhabit it, the aptness of the figure will be better 
appreciated. "Though in a land of peace thou be secure, what 
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wilt thou do in the pride of the Jordan ?". " He shall go up like 
a lion from the pride of the Jordan." And when Zechariah 
(n 13) speaks of "the pride of the Jordan" being spoiled, it 
could not refer to the overflow, but to the luxuriance which 
marks its course. 

There are few spots of earth yet discovered which have been 
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LIFE ON THE LOWER JORDAN. 

found entirely uninhabited by man. That is true of this unhealthy 
hollow. Wandering tribes of Bedouins occupy both shores of 
the Jordan. They think it beneath their dignity to cultivate the 
soil, but live mainly by plunder and extortion. They spend 
most of their time on horseback, frequently armed with a flint- 
lock gun, a knife and a saber, suspended to their girdle, or a spear 
eighteen feet long. They are nominally under the Turkish 
government, but maintain their independence in lieu of an annual 
tribute. They exercise suzerainty over their district, and to 
attempt to travel through it without first having procured their 
protection by hiring them as an escort is entirely unsafe. The 
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escort accompanies you to the borders of his district, when the 
services of another must be secured by a liberal bakhsheesh. In 
their costume and social customs we have a perfect picture of 
patriarchal life. Their abstemious habits make them, like their 
horses, muscular and sinewy, and capable of great endurance. 

While this stream, which runs nowhere, had neither harbor 
nor boats, nor city of importance on its banks, the great chasm 
with its superheated air, its jungle, and its rapid running current 
fulfilled a supreme purpose in the history of Israel, by its separ- 
ating influence from the gods across the flood, and the Arab tribes 
from whom Israel had finally broken away. Its name, too, is 
associated with many sacred memories. There is a spot between 
Bethel and Ai, three thousand feet above, from which the plain 
of Jericho may be seen. It was from there that Lot beheld it, 
and, attracted by its fertility, "chose him all the plain of the 
Jordan." Its waters divided at the approach of the divine 
symbol — the ark of the covenant — and the divinely favored 
"passed over right against Jericho." Just before his translation 
Elijah performed a similar miracle, and, in company with Elisha, 
"went over on dry ground. " So, Elisha, after the departure 
of his friend, with the mantle that fell from him smote the 
waters, and "they parted hither and thither." On its banks John 
the Baptist announced the coming of the kingdom, and in its 
waters the Son of God was baptized. There is no stream on 
earth from which the glory has so completely departed ; yet 
there is none the world will go so far to see. Curiosity or holy 
desire brings annually to its banks Moslem, Jew, gentile ; and 
the Christian, symbolizing it as the limit of his pilgrimage, and 
its passage as the way into the Elysium of the blessed, sings: 
"On Jordan's stormy banks I stand, and cast a wishful eye 
To Canaan's fair and happy land, where my possessions lie." 



